Planning for decisional incapacity. The nurse practitioner's role.
Decisional incapacity is the inability to make decisions for oneself caused by mental or physical impairment. With technologic advances in health care and the growing proportion of elderly in American society, the problem of decisional incapacity occurs more frequently. In the past, medical decision making was based on the principle of beneficence, and the judgment of others was used to determine medical interventions. The current trend is to base decisions as much as possible on the principle of patient autonomy. Advance directives allow for the greater use of this principle. The primary care nurse practitioner (NP) can take an active role in promoting patient autonomy by helping the adult patient plan for decisional incapacity. By including the value history as a routine part of the health history, the NP can help patients identify their beliefs, values, and attitudes about health care. This documented value history can then be used to provide evidence of a patient's wishes should he or she become decisionally incapacitated.